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Abstract

This study aimed to identify the strategies, contexts, and barriers to the localization and institutionalization of
epistemological play with an emphasis on Philosophy for Children (P4C) among lower secondary school students in Iran.
This applied qualitative study employed thematic content analysis. Twenty theoretical and practical experts in education,
PAC, and educational games were selected through purposive sampling based on theoretical saturation. Data were collected
using semi-structured interviews and analyzed with MAXQDA 2018. Validity was ensured through triangulation, inter-
coder agreement, and participant validation, while reliability was confirmed via intra-coder (76%) and inter-coder (77.65%)
consistency. Analysis yielded three overarching dimensions: strategies, contexts, and barriers. Strategies comprised
institutional capacity building, teacher empowerment, supportive educational policymaking, and development of
philosophical learning communities. Contexts included cultural-value, educational-pedagogical, human capital, and formal
curriculum planning domains. Major barriers were the absence of a localized theoretical model, institutional resistance and
traditional mindsets, insufficient professional readiness of teachers, and limited family and societal participation. The
findings indicate that sustainable institutionalization of epistemological play within Iranian schools requires integrated
reform across policy, curriculum, teacher development, and school-family—community partnerships; without such systemic
alignment, meaningful implementation of this approach remains unattainable.

Keywords: Localization, Epistemological Play, Philosophy for Children (P4C), Lower Secondary Education, Iranian
Educational System
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Extended Abstract

Introduction
Contemporary educational systems are increasingly confronted with the limitations of traditional content-
centered instruction in cultivating higher-order thinking, epistemic responsibility, and reflective agency among
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learners. Scholars in educational philosophy and cognitive epistemology emphasize that knowledge formation
emerges not through passive reception but through situated interaction, inquiry, and experiential engagement
(Chiapello, 2024; Nili Pour, 2022; Tamborini, 2025). Within this evolving paradigm, epistemological play
has gained prominence as a pedagogical construct that repositions play as a fundamental mechanism of
meaning-making, conceptual construction, and cognitive transformation rather than as mere recreation
(Abedini Manesh et al., 2022).

Parallel to this development, the educational movement of Philosophy for Children (P4C) offers a robust
framework for cultivating reasoning, judgment, and dialogical competence from early schooling onward.
Rooted in Lipman’s philosophical foundations, P4C conceives children as capable epistemic agents whose
thinking capacities can be systematically nurtured through structured dialogue and inquiry-based learning
(Azadi & Omid, 2022; Khoshnood & Ghasemi, 2022). Empirical research further demonstrates that P4C
contributes significantly to psychological flexibility, critical thinking, and socio-cognitive development in
children and adolescents (Maire & Auriac-Slusarczyk, 2025; Mohammadi et al., 2022).

Recent theoretical contributions extend this framework by demonstrating how play, particularly when designed
as epistemically meaningful interaction, deepens philosophical engagement. Game-based learning
environments facilitate hypothesis testing, narrative reasoning, ethical deliberation, and reflective self-
evaluation, thus strengthening the philosophical dimension of cognition (Mattis, 2025; Razizadeh, 2025).
Moreover, contemporary epistemological models argue that cognition is inherently contextual, embodied, and
dialogical; consequently, educational play becomes an indispensable infrastructure for intellectual
development (Chiapello, 2024; Tamborini, 2025).

Despite these advances, effective implementation of epistemological play and P4C within non-Western
educational systems remains constrained by contextual misalignment, institutional inertia, and insufficient
professional preparation (Bekheira, 2024; Maire & Auriac-Slusarczyk, 2025). In Iran’s educational system,
these challenges are further compounded by epistemological tensions between imported pedagogical models
and indigenous cultural-religious knowledge traditions (Nili Pour, 2022). Iranian scholarship underscores the
necessity of grounding P4C and play-based pedagogy within Islamic epistemology and local cultural
frameworks in order to achieve both legitimacy and sustainability (Ghaesari-Ramadian et al., 2025).
Existing Iranian studies have identified key dimensions and indicators of epistemological play, yet they
simultaneously highlight the absence of an integrated localized framework capable of operationalizing these
constructs within schools (Abedini Manesh et al., 2022). Additionally, research on philosophical education
emphasizes the centrality of institutional support, curriculum coherence, and community engagement for the
long-term institutionalization of P4C practices (Azadi & Omid, 2022; Taylor, 2021). These converging
theoretical and empirical insights establish the urgent need for a comprehensive examination of the strategies,
contextual conditions, and structural barriers governing the localization and institutionalization of
epistemological play with an emphasis on P4C in Iran’s lower secondary education system.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted an applied qualitative research design using thematic content analysis. Participants
consisted of twenty theoretical and practical experts in philosophy of education, curriculum studies,
educational psychology, and play-based pedagogy. Purposive sampling was employed until theoretical
saturation was achieved.

Data were collected through semi-structured in-depth interviews, each lasting between sixty and ninety
minutes. Interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and coded using MAXQDA (2018). Analytical
procedures followed flexible thematic analysis: familiarization with data, open coding, theme development,
theme refinement, and interpretive synthesis. Credibility was ensured through triangulation, inter-coder
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agreement, member validation, and audit trail documentation. Reliability was confirmed through intra-coder
and inter-coder consistency checks.

Findings

Analysis generated three principal dimensions: strategies, contexts, and barriers.

Strategies comprised four major components: institutional capacity building and infrastructure standardization
for epistemological play; systematic teacher empowerment through professional development and facilitation
training; supportive and flexible national educational policymaking; and establishment of philosophical
learning communities involving students and families.

Contexts included four foundational domains: cultural-value context emphasizing alignment with Iranian-
Islamic identity; educational-pedagogical context involving classroom reform and dialogical learning; human
capital context focusing on teacher competency and reflective practice; and formal curriculum planning context
integrating epistemological play into official curricular structures.

Barriers were identified as: absence of a localized theoretical framework; institutional resistance rooted in
traditional assessment-driven schooling; inadequate professional readiness among teachers; and limited
participation of families and wider community in educational transformation.

These findings collectively portray epistemological play as a multi-layered systemic reform rather than an
isolated instructional technique.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that institutionalizing epistemological play in Iranian lower secondary education
requires coordinated transformation across policy, curriculum, teacher education, school culture, and
community engagement. Play emerges not merely as pedagogical innovation but as an epistemic architecture
that reconstructs how knowledge is produced, evaluated, and internalized within schooling.

Teacher empowerment surfaced as the central operational axis of reform, highlighting the necessity of
redefining educators’ professional identities from content transmitters to facilitators of inquiry. Equally critical
is the development of coherent policy frameworks that legitimate play-based philosophical learning within
national curricula and assessment systems.

The study further reveals that without cultural contextualization and community participation, epistemological
reforms remain fragile and unsustainable. Family involvement and societal discourse function as stabilizing
forces that extend philosophical inquiry beyond classroom boundaries and embed it within the lived
educational ecosystem.

Ultimately, this research advances a holistic model for epistemological transformation in Iranian education—
one that unites indigenous epistemic traditions with contemporary philosophical pedagogy. By repositioning
play as the epistemic engine of learning, the proposed framework offers a viable pathway toward cultivating
reflective, dialogical, and intellectually resilient generations.
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